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What Some Scholars
Call Legend

Gospel Insight

Understanding the
Purpose of the
Creation Accounts

D. Kelly Ogden, professor of ancient scripture (recently called
to be president of the Missionary Training Center in Guatemala)

Terry B. Ball, Chair
Department of Ancient Scripture
Jeopardy is a popular and longrunning TV game show in the United
States. It is somewhat unusual in the
world of game shows. In typical game
shows, contestants are asked questions
and then awarded money for providing
correct answers. But, in Jeopardy that
process is reversed: the contestants are
given the answers and then receive
money for correctly providing the
questions. For example, contestants
might be given the answer "a biblical
measurement of volume approximately
equivalent to eight gallons." The contestant who firs t correctly asks the
question "What is an ephah ?" would
then be awarded money. Unlike much
of what is on television, this game
show provides a wonderful educational
experience.
Creation continued on page 5
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Thro ugh my years of textual study of the Bible (in English and in
the original languages), I have encountered an impressive barrage of
scholars who, in their zeal to critically analyze the various documents and
hypothesize about their origin ("higher criticism"), have made concerted
efforts to take prophecy and anything miraculous out of the Bible.
For biblical stories like the meal jar and oil cruise which never seemed
to be exhausted, Balaam's ass, Elij ah's ravens, Jonah's whale, Lot's wife,
Samson's jawbone and foxes , the manna and quails and water fro m the
rock, the miracles in Daniel, the crossing of the Red Sea, and the sun and
moon standing still-for all these and more, the scholars have a tidy
repertoire of labels like myth, fa iry tale, folktale, saga, and legend . A nything the critic cannot himself understand or that lacks some "tangible
evidence" is summarily classified as something which could not have been.
Yohanan A haroni, one of modern Israel's greatest archaeologists,
regarded the biblical accounts of the Israelite conquest of Canaan as
fictitious. H e wrote: "The biblical tradition speaks only in legendary
terms about the conquest of Jericho and A i. ... Evidently, these stories
are popular ~tiological legends faithfully describing the situation in the
period of the Judges in which Israelite villages were fo unded on the ruins
of these ancient mounds, but one may not use them to reconstruct the
course of the Israelite conqu est." '
In A History of the Jews, A bram Leon Sachar wrote of the conquest,
"This account, with its miracles and its lessons, is, of course, the
romantic fabrication of the Deuteronomistic and priestly historians."2
The text of the Reader's Digest A tlas of the Bible is quite accurately
presented by a group of renowned Bible scholars. He who prepared
the section entitled "The Prophet Elij ah ," however, wrote in rather
condescending terms: "The Elij ah stories in 1 and 2 Kings are a
legendary cycle, weaving together his miraculous adventures and
Legend continued on page
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possible to see things a thousand times smaller than
what the human eye can see? What if we insisted that
it would be possible to "see" and record phenomena
happening billions of miles out in space? What if we
wanted someone to believe that it was possible to
record the human voice, actual human speech or
singing-an entire concert-on a piece of plastic material, read by a beam of light? Or that a tiny board of
microscopic circu its could make a machine type out an
entire letter to a friend in a matter of seconds?
It is amazing that anyone could not believe in
miracles when we are now surrounded by things
which people from any other period of human history
would consider su/Jematural and miraculous. Note the
question posed to Sarah, when she doubted that her
old body cou ld now do the impossible: "Is any thing
too hard for the Lord?" (Genesis 18:14).
The prophet Moroni had a word to say concerning
those who would be slow to believe in the miraculous
power of God:
I speak unto you who deny the revelations of God,
and say that they are done away, that there are no revelations, nor /Jrop1iecies . ...
He that denieth these things knoweth not the
gospel of Christ; yea, he has not read the scriptures; if
so, he does not understand them . . ..
But behold, I will show unto you a God of miracles, even the God of Abraham, and the God of
Isaac, and the God of Jacob ....
0 all ye that have imagined up unto yourselves a
god who can do no miracles, ... I say unto you ...
God has not ceased to be a God of miracles.
(Mormon 9:7-8, 11, 15; emphasis added) ■
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Often the Jeopardy approach can be beneficially
applied to scripture study too. For example, helpful
insights to the Atonement can be gained by reading
Alma 34:9-35 and pondering the questions that each
verse is answering. Likewise, when studying the
Creation account in Genesis, our learning can be enhanced by considering the questions the account is
addressing.

Upcoming Events

Questions Asked by Moses

February 24, 2006. Religious Education Student
Symposium. Free to the public.
October 27-28, 2006. Thirty-fifth Annual Sidney
B. Sperry Symposium. Free to the public.

Research Grants
For the fiscal year 2007, the Religious Studies
Center is offering a limitecluumbernf tesear.ch.
grants to BYU faculty for projects related to LOS
history, doctrine, scripture, and culture. Funding
levels depend upon the nature of the project and
could include financial assistance fo r travel, supplies,
and wages for research assistants.
1. Applications should be sent to the Religious
Studies Center by June 1, 2006.
2. Notification will be around July 20, 2006.
3. The money will be available for disbursement
on January 1, 2007 and must be used by December
3 1, 2007.
Proposals should include a vita, a description of
the project, an estimate of financial needs, length of
the project, department chair recommendation, and
any other pertinent informa tion.
Please send proposals to:
Religious Studies Center
370 JSB - BYU
Provo, UT 84602
For more information, please call Cheryl
Snelgrove at 801-422-3290.
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Latter-day Saints are fortunate to have a record of
a conversation between God and Moses that helps us
identify the questions that the Creation narrative is
addressing. When Moses was "caught up into an
exceedingly high mountain" and spoke with God
"face to face," he "beheld the earth, yea, even all of
it; and there was not a particle of it which he did not
behold .... And he beheld also the inhabitants
thereof, and there was not a soul which he beheld
not ... . And he beheld many lands; and each land ,
was called earth, and there were inhabitants on the
face thereof" (Moses 1:1-2, 27-29, 3 1) . Following
this remarkable vision of many lands, or earths,
"Moses called upon God" and asked two important
questions of Him: first, "Tell me, I pray thee, why
these things are so," and second, " [Tell me] by what
thou madest them" (Moses 1:30).
In response to the first question about why He
created earths, God gave a rather obscure answer, "For
mine own purpose have I made these things. Here is
wisdom and it remaineth in me" (Moses 1:31). God's
response to the second question suggests that He understood that the interrogative was not "by what" but
rather "by [whom] thou madest" the earths. God answered, "By the word of my power, have I created
them, which is mine Only Begotten Son" (Moses 1:32;
see also John 1:1-3, 14; Hebrews 1:2).
After hearing God's responses, Moses wanted to
know more about "this earth, and the inhabitants
thereof, and also the heavens" (Moses 1:36). God
subsequently explained that there are many earths
and heavens which have and will come and go as part
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of His work and glory "to bring to pass the
immortality and eternal life of man" (Moses 1:39),
and He agreed to reveal to Moses more "concerning
this earth upon which thou [Moses] standeth"
(Moses 1:40). God then specifically commanded
Moses to "write the things" that he was about to be
told (Moses 1:40). What follows in the next two
chapters of the book of Moses (Moses 2-3) is an
account of the Creation similar to Genesis 1-2.
This conversation between God and Moses
suggests that of the interrogatives we typically
consider (who, what, where, when, why, and how)
the Creation narratives respond primarily to the who
(who created the earth) and the why (why was the
earth created; see Moses 1:30). Reading through the
Genesis account of the Creation, we can see that the
what (what was created) is also discussed in general
terms, but the text does not give much information
about when or where the Creation took place.
The question of how the earth was created also
seems to be addressed, but only in broad terms with
very little detail. Accordingly, the text should not be
viewed as a step-by-step discussion of how the earth
was created. Indeed, doing so has led to difficulties
for biblical scholars and students because the order
and method of Creation is not consistent throughout
the account. For example, in Genesis 1:26-27, man
and woman are created together, after all the animals
have been created, but in Genesis 2:7, 19-25, man is
created from the dust of the ground, then the animals, and finally woman.
If the Creation account is attempting to give a
detailed account of how God created the earth, such
discrepancies should not occur. Scholars and theologians have contrived many reasons for explaining the
inconsistencies in the narrative. A common rationale
is that the discrepancies arise because Genesis actually contains two separate accounts of the Creation,
written by different authors or coming from different
sources that have a conflicting understanding of the
process. Proponents of this hypothesis often suggest
that the first Creation account is recorded in Genesis
1: 1-2:4a and comes from what they typically identify
as the "Elohist" or "E" source because the Hebrew
name used for the Creator in the text is Elohim,
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which is translated simply as "God" in the King James
Version. They postulate that Genesis 2:46-25 contains
a second and different account of the creation coming
from what they typically identify as the "Yahwist" or
"]" source because it prefers to refer to the Creator
with the Hebrew title of Yahweh Elohim, which is
translated as "Lord God" in the King James Version.
The inconsistencies, they suggest, arise because the
two different sources or authors have different ideas
about how the earth was created. 1

Comparing Accounts
Latter-day Saints can find insight to the issue of
whether or not there are two conflicting accounts of
the Creation recorded in Genesis by comparing the
corresponding accounts found in the books of Moses
and Abraham. In Moses we read:
And now, behold, I say unto you, that these are the
generations of the heaven and of the earth, when they
were created, in the day that I, the Lord God, made
the heaven and the earth,
And every plant of the .field before it was in the
earth, and every herb of the field before1t grew. Fo'd ,
the Lord God, created all things, of which I have spoken, spiritually, before they were naturally upon the
face of the earth. For I, the Lord God, had not caused
it to rain upon the face of the earth. And I, the Lord
God, had created all the children of men; and not yet a
man to till the ground; for in heaven created I them;
and there was not yet flesh upon the earth, neither in
the water, neither in the air. (Moses 3:4-5)
This passage indicates that rather than containing two
conflicting accounts, the narrative is simply describing
or emphasizing two different aspects of the Creation.Z
In Abraham, the Creation is handled with what is a
slightly different paradigm. In the fourth chapter of
Abraham, analogous to Genesis 1, a council of Gods is
planning the Creation. As they finish the process, they
declare, "We will do everything that we have said, and
organize them" (Abraham 4:31). The fifth chapter of
Abraham, corresponding to Genesis 2, then describes
how the Gods carried out their plans, ''And the Gods
came down and formed these the generations of the
heavens and of the earth" (Abraham 5 :4). Thus the
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Abraham creation account likewise sugges ts that the
Creation narrative does not contain two different
conflicting versions, but rather one account of two
parts of the Creation-first the planning, and then the
carrying out of those plans.3
While the Moses and Abraham accounts of the Creation may provide some insights into what may appear
to be inconsistencies within the Genesis text, the problems associated with regarding any of the texts as a
"how-to" narrative for creating an earth still
persist for Latter-day Saints. The lack of detail in all
of the Creation texts, differences between the texts
themselves, and the rather terse and generalized
discussion of the Creation in the accounts overall,
combine to indicate that the authors' primary intents
were not to give neither a precise nor comprehensive
answer to the question of how God created the earth.
Accordingly, a wise approach to studying any of the
Creation texts may be to focus on the answers they
provide to the questions of who created the earth and
why, rather than how, when, or where. In so doing,
valuable insights can be gained about the purpose of
the Creation, our relationship to the Creator, and our
stewardship from Him.
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In this volume, President
Gordon B. Hinckley tells inspiring
stories of missionaries and members in Australia, Hawaii, New
Zealand, Samoa, Tahiti, and Tonga. Elder Glen L. Rudd
recalls serving with Matthew Cowley, the ''Apostle of
the Polynesians," a man loved for his faith and kindness. Chieko N. Okazaki discusses the need for harmany between gospel principles and human culture.
Groundbreaking chapters tell the history of Saints in
the islands. Hardcover, $19.95, ISBN 0-8425-2616-1
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1. There are many variations of this hypothesis, and many

other altogether different approaches to resolving the perceived discrepancies in the account, a discussion of which is
beyond the scope of this paper. For an introduction to the issue, see Brevard S. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament
as Scripture (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979) , 14 7-50.
2. The terms "spiritually" and "naturally" are not defined
in the text, and many interpretations have been given. For a
review of the issue, see Charles R. Harrell, "The Development of the Doctrine of Preexistence, 1830-1844," BYU
Studies 28, no. 2 {Spring 1988): 75-96.
3. Joseph Fielding Smith taught that the Abraham
account is the "blueprint" for the Creation (Doctrines of
Salvation [Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1954], 1:74- 75). ■
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Pioneers in the Pacific:
Memory, History, and Cultural
Identity among the Latter-day
Saints
Edited by Grant Underwood

Sperry Symposium Classics:
The Old Testament
Edited by Paul Y. Hosldsson

Explore the Old Testament as,
the original testament of the
Savior's dealings with humanity.
Topics include the law of Moses,
the Abrahamic covenant, and the
teachings of Isaiah and Elijah.
Elders Russell M. Nelson, John M. Madsen, and many
religious educators offer scriptural insights. Hardcover,

$25.95, ISBN 1-59038-533-0

Joseph Smith and the Doctrinal
Restoration

.

"Joseph Smith, the Prophet
and Seer of the Lord, has done
more, save Jesus only, for the salvation of men in this world, than
any other man that ever lived in
it" (D&C 135:3). This year's
Sperry Symposium volume focuses
on truths restored through the Prophet Joseph Smith.
It celebrates his 200th birthday and the 175th
anniversary of the Church's founding. Hardcover,

.
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A Descriptive Bibliography
of the Mormon Church,
Volume 2, 1848-1852
Peter Crawley

On July 21, 1847, Orson Pratt
and Erastus Snow, with one
horse between them, paused at
the mouth of Emigration Canyon
and then made their way into
the Great Salt Lake Valley- the first Latter-day Saints
to walk on the land that would become their home.
This volume tells the story of Latter-day Saint publishing efforts as the Church settled Utah. It also
features detailed descriptions of Orson Pratt's mission ary publications in England and the printed works of
missionaries in France, Italy, Denmark, and the Pacific
Islands. Hardbound, $65.00, ISBN 0-8425-2603-X

Fire on Ice: The Story of
Icelandic Latter-day Saints
at Home and Abroad
Fred E. Woods
How did the message of the re•
stored gospel come to Iceland, the
land of fire and ice? What made
their converts so adventurous to
make this lengthy Utah journey by
sail, rail, and trail? What challenges did they encounter trying to assimilate into a western American
culture? This book provides the answers. Its publication marks a dual sesquicentennial commemoration:
the arrival of the first Icelandic Latter-day Saints in
Utah, and the earliest settlement of Icelanders in the
United States. Softcover, $15.95, ISBN 0-8425-2617-X

Receive free shipping on orders over $75.
Order by Internet: byubookstore.cam
Call toll free: 1-800-253-2578
Contact via U.S. Mail:
BYU Bookstore Fulfillment
P. 0. Box 27904
Provo, UT 84602

$24.95, ISBN 1-59038-489-X
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